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English Republicanism in Revolutionary France:
The Case of the Cordelier Club
Rachel Hammersley
Le public Franc¸ais fut plus occupe´ qu’on ne pense de la re´volution
anglaise. (Franc¸ois Guizot)
The free thought of the French Revolution which makes [Guizot]
shudder so convulsively, was imported into France from no other
country than England. (Karl Marx)
Introduction
The last few decades of the twentieth century saw an explosion of
interest in the notion of a republican tradition, and particularly in the in-
tellectual legacy of the short-lived English Republic of the 1650s. Repub-
lican works by John Milton, Marchamont Nedham, James Harrington,
Edmund Ludlow, Algernon Sidney, and Henry Neville, as well as by
their lesser-known contemporaries, have received a great deal of attention
in recent years.1 Research has also focused on the republication of many
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of these works during the eighteenth century, and on the uses to which
republican ideas were put in Britain and North America.2 Much less
attention has, however, been paid to the reception and uses of English
republican works and ideas in eighteenth-century France, or to possible
links between French revolutionary republicanism and the broader repub-
lican tradition.3
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In fact, a number of individuals and groups in eighteenth-century
France did demonstrate an interest in English republicanism. Many repub-
lican works were translated into French during the course of the eighteenth
century, including Ludlow’s Memoirs, Sidney’s Discourses Concerning
Government, and Nedham’s The Excellency of a Free State.4 Even works
that were not translated were the subject of detailed reviews in francophone
Huguenot journals.5 Several eighteenth-century neo-Harringtonian or
Commonwealth works were also translated into French. These included
Thomas Gordon’s Discourses on Tacitus and Discourses on Sallust; the
Independent Whig, which Gordon had produced together with John
Trenchard; and a whole collection of works by Viscount Bolingbroke,
who had spent a number of years living in France.6 Moreover, several
eighteenth-century French writers—including Henri de Boulainvilliers, the
abbe´ Mably, and Jean-Paul Marat—produced works which have been
described as having been written in a Commonwealth style.7
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The Revolution brought a surge of fresh interest in these ideas. Those
works that had already been translated were republished, including
Bolingbroke’s The Idea of a Patriot King, Sidney’s Discourses Concern-
ing Government, and Gordon’s Discourses on Tacitus and Sallust.8 New
translations also appeared. French versions of Milton’s Areopagitica and A
Defense of the People of England were published under the name of the
comte de Mirabeau.9 Though Mirabeau himself did not push the republican
implications of these works, those implications were made evident when
his translation of A Defense of the People of England was republished in
1792, by the Council of the Department of Droˆme, in the context of
debates over what should be done with Louis XVI.10 Mirabeau was also
behind the translation of Catharine Macaulay’s republican History of
England.11 In addition to the translations, a number of works appeared
that drew on English republican texts and ideas. Algernon Sidney was
invoked in an anonymous work of 1789, while in 1794 a history of the
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English Republic appeared that was explicitly based on Ludlow’s
Memoirs.12 There is further evidence to suggest that English republican
works were read by certain revolutionaries who employed at least some
of what they learnt in their own speeches and writings. The abbe´ Sieye`s is
perhaps the best-known example of this phenomenon—much has been
written on his use of ideas drawn from Harrington’s Oceana.13
While these translations and borrowings are certainly of interest, there
remains the problem of coherence. English republican ideas were made use
of by all kinds of revolutionaries, in various different ways, to justify a
number of different political positions. Moreover, in many cases English
republicanism was just one of many sources drawn upon. There was,
however, one group of revolutionaries—associated with the radical, Paris-
based Cordelier Club—who made extensive use of a substantial number of
English republican works during the early 1790s. These Cordeliers used
the ideas and arguments of English Republicans, and in particular
Harrington and Nedham, in order to develop, justify, and support a
distinctive republican vision.
The Cordelier District and Club
The area in which the Cordelier Club was situated, on the Left Bank
of the Seine around what is now l’Ode´on, had long been a meeting place
for radical thinkers and writers. As Camille Desmoulins, who was both a
local resident and later a member of the Cordelier Club, commented: ‘‘It is
clear that this [area of Paris] feels the effects of being in the neighbourhood
of the cafe´ Procope. . . . It is true that one no longer has the pleasure of
hearing Piron, Voltaire, Jean-Baptiste Rousseau, but the patriots sustain its
reputation still. . . . It has the unique fame that the language of servitude has
never been heard there; that the royal patrols have never entered there; and
it is the only sanctuary where liberty has not been violated.’’14
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Between April 1789 and July 1790 this area constituted the Cordelier
District. Originally instituted to facilitate the election of deputies to the
Estates-General, the sixty districts of Paris came to enjoy a more signifi-
cant role during the early months of the Revolution. The Cordelier District
developed a reputation both for protecting the victims of arbitrary authority
and for promoting extremely democratic ideas. With the abolition of the
Paris districts in July 1790, it was left to the Cordelier Club (also known as
the Socie´te´ des amis des droits de l’homme et du citoyen) to continue these
functions. Though there is evidence to suggest that some kind of
forerunner to the Cordelier Club was already in existence prior to the
abolition of the districts, members of the Club themselves traced its origins
back to that event.15 In an ‘‘Adresse aux Parisiens,’’ written in August
1791, the Cordelier Club provided its own account of its origins: ‘‘It is to
the dissolution of the Cordelier District that the Society of the Rights of
Man and of the Citizen owes its origin. It was natural that citizens who
since the revolution had been meeting daily to watch over the public good,
and who had contracted in these assemblies the habit of seeing each other,
of closely observing each other, and of esteeming each other: it was
natural, I say, to these fellow citizens to reunite under another name; they
agreed therefore to substitute for the word District, which they could not
keep, that of Cordelier Club.’’16
In its actions and ideology the Club did follow the tradition estab-
lished by the District. As the formal title of the Club suggests, its members
placed great emphasis on the De´claration des droits de l’homme et du
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citoyen, which had been proclaimed by the National Assembly on 26
August 1789. The Cordeliers were concerned that the declaration was not
being fulfilled in practice. With this in mind, they presented themselves as
a body of surveillance (the emblem of the Club was an open eye), the task
of which was to keep watch over the authorities at all levels, and to
publicize and take a stand against any encroachments on the rights of man
as laid down in theDe´claration des droits. In addition, they provided support
and relief for the victims of oppression and injustice. Again, the Club
summarized its self-perception of this aspect of its work in its ‘‘Adresse aux
Parisiens’’: ‘‘Each and every day the members of this society are active,
some visiting the prisons and consoling the unfortunate, others defending
them in the courts, others appealing in their favour before the committees of
the national assembly, . . . and . . . in [addition], all members take part in acts
of charity through frequent financial contributions.’’17 As well as seeking to
ameliorate and correct the abuses of the existing system, the Cordeliers used
their oratorical and literary skills to develop and promote the establishment
of a new and fairer system of government. The first step toward improve-
ment, according to many leading members of the Club, was the abolition of
the French monarchy and its replacement by a republic.
Cordelier Republicanism
Members of the Cordelier Club were among the first French revolu-
tionaries to call for the establishment of a republic. As early as July 1789,
Desmoulins was already voicing republican ideas: ‘‘Do the facts not cry out
that Monarchy is a detestable form of government?’’18 By contrast, he
described popular government as ‘‘the only one which suits men, and
moreover the only one that is wise.’’19 By the autumn of 1790, Desmoulins’
republican writings were being joined by others, also written by members
of the Cordelier Club. These included Du Peuple et des Rois, by Louis
de la Vicomterie de Saint-Samson, and Pierre Franc¸ois Joseph Robert’s
Re´publicanisme adapte´ a` la France.20 These writers were just as vehement
in their antimonarchical sentiments as Desmoulins. As Robert explained:
Any [form of government] other than a republic is a crime of leze-nation . . .
and that the apostles of royalty are either traitors or men stupidly misled,
which society must regard as its enemies.
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It is said at this time that France is free; what, France is free! and she is a
monarchy? We must not deceive ourselves; if France is free, she is not a
monarchy, and if she is a monarchy, she is not free.21
Not only were the Cordeliers among the first revolutionaries to advocate
republicanism, but the form of republican government that they advocated
was of an extremely democratic nature.
In La France Libre, Desmoulins was not ashamed to admit, ‘‘I
therefore loudly declare myself to be in favour of democracy.’’22 Similarly,
La Vicomterie, writing in 1790, defended democracy against its critics.
The agents of tyranny, he admitted, had declared democracy to be the
worst form of government, but, he explained, ‘‘They . . . confound con-
fusion or anarchy with the power of the people duly represented in the
exercise of their rights.’’23
Despite their enthusiasm, the Cordeliers were not ignorant of the
problems associated with establishing a democracy in a large modern state.
As Robert explained in Re´publicanisme adapte´ a` la France: ‘‘It would be
physically impossible for the 25 million men who make up France to
gather in a single place to make their will heard and to have it drawn up;
one would be foolish to propose such a mode of government.’’24 Yet
Robert was insistent that one should not dismiss the idea of democracy
altogether. He and his fellow Cordeliers firmly rejected the conventional
form of representative government, accepted by many of their contempo-
raries, on the grounds that it gave representatives too much power. They
thus sought various means by which the actions and decisions of elected
deputies could be placed firmly under the control of those who had elected
them. Imperative mandates, short terms of office, and the ratification of
laws by the citizens gathered in local assemblies, were all means advocated
by individual members and by the Club as a whole.
Desmoulins spoke in favour of the idea of imperative mandates in his
newspaper Re´volutions de France et de Brabant: ‘‘it must be recognised
that the powers of our legislative body are only the powers of delegates, of
representatives, and that . . . mandates are in this question the essence of
the matter.’’25 On the question of short terms of office, Robert explained
that, by allowing the representatives to hold power for only a short period
of time, their decisions would automatically be controlled through their
knowledge that they themselves would have to live under the laws that
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they had made.26 Robert also took the radical step of suggesting that the
people themselves should vote to accept or reject every law.27 Responding
to the conventional objection of size in relation to this point, Robert argued
that with the division of France into departments, districts, cantons,
municipalities, and sections it would be no more difficult to assemble
people for the purposes of sanctioning laws than it was to assemble them to
name their representatives: ‘‘From this point of view, I say that there is
nothing easier than to make all French citizens take part in the making of
the law, as they take part in the election of their representatives, and if they
once take part in making the laws, they will be free, and France will be
happily changed into a republic.’’28 The most detailed call for the popular
ratification of laws was Re´ne´ Girardin’s Discours sur la ne´cessite´ de la
ratification de la loi par la volonte´ ge´ne´rale.29 This speech was presented
to the Cordelier Club on 7 June 1791. Girardin was unequivocal in
demanding the popular ratification of laws and presented it as necessary
to the fulfilment of the Cordeliers’ sacred document, the De´claration des
droits. Having heard the speech, the Club voted that it be printed and
distributed to other patriotic societies. Moreover, the published version of
Girardin’s speech was followed by the Club’s own endorsement of its main
idea.
While advocating the use of imperative mandates, short terms of
office, and the popular ratification of laws, the Cordeliers also looked both
for other means of implementing a democratic republic in a large modern
state and for justifications of this kind of government. It was for precisely
this reason that members of the Cordelier Club turned to the writings of
seventeenth-century English republicans.
Cordelier Interest in English Republicanism
In a letter dated 2 September 1790 the future secretary of the
Cordelier Club, The´ophile Mandar, described his first encounter with
Marchamont Nedham’s The Excellency of a Free State: ‘‘From this day
[14 July 1789], my friend, I devoted myself, more than ever, to the reading
of works which have contributed towards enlightening men on their
26 Robert, Re´publicanisme adapte´ a` la France, p. 90.
27 Ibid., pp. 93–94.
28 Ibid., p. 88.
29R. Girardin, Discours de Rene´ Girardin sur la ne´cessite´ de la ratification de la loi par
la volonte´ ge´ne´rale (Paris, [1791]). Girardin had been a friend of Jean Jacques Rousseau. It
was he who offered Rousseau a retreat on his land at Ermenonville, and it was also Girardin
who, after his friend’s death, set about producing an edition of his collected works. Girardin
survived the Revolution and died in 1808.
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interests. The first to which I gave my attention, was that of Nedham.’’30
So struck was Mandar by the importance of Nedham’s ideas, and by their
relevance to revolutionary France, that he decided to produce a French
translation of Nedham’s book.31 That translation was published in 1790,
under the title De la souverainete´ du peuple, et de l’excellence d’un e´tat
libre. The translation was reviewed in the Journal du Club des Cordeliers
the following year. The reviewer acknowledged Mandar as being one of
their own and expressed great enthusiasm for the work.32
Nedham’s work seems to have appealed to Mandar for two main
reasons. In general terms, it set out an antimonarchical and potentially
democratic definition of a free state which was supported by a wealth of
arguments drawn from both classical and biblical material. More specif-
ically it provided, in the practice of rotation of office, a means of
maximizing the participation of citizens in the political process; thereby
addressing the problem of establishing a democratic republic in a large
modern state.
The translation of Nedham’s The Excellency of a Free State was not
the only work by Mandar to demonstrate his knowledge of, and interest in,
English republican ideas. In 1793 he published Des Insurrections, ouvrage
philosophique et politique sur les rapports des insurrections avec la
prospe´rite´ des empires, which he described as his political profession of
faith.33 The purpose of the work was to consider whether insurrections
could ever be justified; and to set out how, and by what means, they should
be carried out. As in his translation of Nedham’s text, Mandar made
reference to a number of English republican writers from whom the French
could learn:
It was during the reign of Charles II [sic] that one saw these great writers
appear whose genius forged the power of the people out of the debris of . . .
crowns. Nedham published this immortal work which earned him a
reputation as a profound political thinker, if one considers the epoch during
which he wrote. [Then there was] Algernon Sidney who sealed with his
blood the cause of the liberty of the people: his book about monarchy
brought him the immortal honour of having been the first to die in the name
of the rights of the people. Harrington, so little known among the French,
30 The´ophile Mandar to Guillaume Tibbatts, 2 September 1790, in T. Mandar, De la
souverainete´ du peuple et de l’excellence d’un e´tat libre, par Marchamont Ne´edham, traduit
de l’anglois, et enrichi de notes de J.J. Rousseau, Mably, Bossuet, Condillac, Montesquieu,
Letrosne, Raynal etc. etc. etc., 2 vols. (Paris, 1790), 2:228.
31 Mandar does not appear to have been aware of the earlier translation by the Chevalier
D’Eon de Beaumont.
32 Momoro, ed., Journal du Club des Cordeliers, no. 4, pp. 31–34.
33 T. Mandar, Des Insurrections, ouvrage philosophique et politique sur les rapports
des insurrections avec la prospe´rite´ des empires (Paris, 1793), p. 579.
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consoled the world with his works when Milton gave up political arguments
for [poetry].34
Of the seventeenth-century English republicans it was Sidney who
received the most attention from Mandar in Des Insurrections. Indeed
the last six chapters of the work were extracted from Sidney’s Discourses
Concerning Government.
Mandar was not the only secretary of the Cordelier Club to display an
interest in seventeenth-century English republican ideas. Jean Jacques
Rutledge also held that office in 1791, and he had a long-standing interest
in the works of Harrington.35 In the mid-1780s Rutledge had made
reference to Harrington’s Oceana in two separate works. In his E´loge de
Montesquieu of 1786 he drew a parallel between the ideas of Montesquieu
and those of Harrington.36 That work also made reference back to two
issues of Rutledge’s newspaper—Calypso, ou les Babillards—which had
appeared the previous year and had been devoted to Harrington, his life,
and works.37 Having summarized the latter’s ideas, Rutledge urged his
readers to read Harrington for themselves. The value of Harrington’s
works, in Rutledge’s view, was that they provided advice as to how to
establish stable and successful democratic government: ‘‘M. Mably is well
placed to feel strongly, and to recognise, that the genius of the unfortunate
Harrington was solidly founded with an intrepid hand, and offers the base
on which all Philosophical Legislators, from whatever government, can
solidly set down and raise the Edifice of the most equal and the most
durable democratic constitution.’’38 Given this interpretation, it is not
surprising that Rutledge returned to Harrington in 1791 when he had
become a prominent member of the Cordelier Club.
On 3 January 1791 Rutledge began publishing the newspaper Le
Creuset, Ouvrage Politique et Critique, which is generally seen as having
been closely connected to the Cordelier Club.39 In contrast to the approach
34 Ibid., p. 211n.
35 There are various spellings of Rutledge. I have adopted this form throughout, but
Rutlidge is also commonly used. A biography of Rutledge was published in France in the
early twentieth century: R. Las Vergnas, Chevalier Rutlidge ‘‘Gentilhomme Anglais,’’ 1742–
1794 (Paris, 1932). See also J. G. Alger, Englishmen in the French Revolution (London,
1889), pp. 19–21, and ‘‘Rutledge, James or John James,’’ Dictionary of National Biography,
ed. L. Stephen and S. Lee (London, 1908–9; reprint of 1895–1900 ed.), 50:518–19;
P. Peyronnet, ‘‘J. J. Rutlidge,’’ Revue d’histoire du the´aˆtre 4 (1992): 330–59, and
‘‘Rutlidge,’’ in Dictionnaire des Journalistes, 1600–1789, ed. J. Sgard, 2 vols. (Oxford,
1999), 2: 891–93.
36 J. J. Rutledge, E´loge de Montesquieu (Londres, 1786).
37 [J. J. Rutledge], Calypso, ou les Babillards, Par Une Socie´te´ de Gens du Monde et de
Gens de Lettres, 3 vols. (Paris, 1785), 3:313–359.
38 Ibid, 3:221.
39 J. J. Rutledge, Le Creuset, Ouvrage Politique et Critique, 2 vols. (Paris, 1791).
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he had adopted in Calypso, ou les Babillards, Rutledge was not explicit in
Le Creuset in his use of Harrington’s ideas. Nevertheless, there can be no
doubt, for anyone familiar with Harrington’s works, that they were the
major source behind the political theory in Le Creuset. Rutledge adopted
Harrington’s axiom that political power follows directly from landed
power, and employed it to analyze the origins of the French Revolution.
He made use of the distinctive analogy from Oceana of the two girls
dividing a cake—designed to illustrate the need to separate discussion of
policy from decision making. Finally, beginning in the fifth issue of Le
Creuset, without admitting that the ideas were not his own, Rutledge
embarked on a translation of the first six chapters of Harrington’s A System
of Politics.
The Cordelier interest in English republican ideas survived the
establishment of the first French Republic in September 1792. In the
autumn of that year, one of Rutledge’s friends, The´odore Le Sueur, who
was also a member of the Cordelier Club, submitted a pamphlet to Je´roˆme
Pe´tion, one of the Paris deputies to the new National Convention. This
pamphlet was entitled Ide´es sur l’espe`ce de gouvernement populaire qui
pourrait convenir a` un pays de l’e´tendue et de la population pre´sume´e de
la France.40 It took the form of a draft constitution for the new French
Republic and, as the Scandinavian scholar S. B. Liljegren was the first to
observe when he came across a copy in the British Museum, it bore a
striking resemblance to Harrington’s Oceana.41 The work opened, as
Oceana had, with an order to divide the citizens of the nation according
to their place of habitation, age, and wealth. Moreover, detailed descrip-
tions of two key Harringtonian features—the agrarian law and an electoral
system on the Venetian model—frame the French work.
Two months later, in November 1792, Le Sueur presented two further
works to the National Convention: Essai d’une de´claration des droits de
l’homme et du citoyen and Quelques pense´es sur l’unite´ du le´gislateur.
These works reflected the same interests and concerns as Ide´es sur l’espe`ce
de gouvernement populaire; and once again there is evidence of borrow-
ings from the works of Harrington. Quelques pense´es sur l’unite´ du
le´gislateur focused on the need for a single legislator to draw up a
constitution. It can thus be viewed as a direct attack on the appointment
40 Ide´es sur l’espe`ce de gouvernement populaire qui pourrait convenir a` un pays de
l’e´tendue et de la population pre´sume´e de la France (Paris, 1792). A copy of the work
appears in the Archives Parlementaires for 17 April 1793. M. Madival and E. Laurent,
Archives Parlementaires, 1787–1860, 1st series, 99 vols. (vols. 1–82, Paris, 1879–1914;
vols. 83–99, Paris, 1961–95), 62:548–65. It has also been reproduced in Liljegren, A French
Draft Constitution, pp. 103–76. All quotations will be from the Archives Parlementaires
version, since it is the most accessible.
41 Liljegren, A French Draft Constitution, p. 80.
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of the National Convention as a constitution-building body. Literary and
musical analogies were employed to demonstrate the superiority of a single
over a multiple or conciliar legislator:
first example: Twelve poets, each better than Homer and Virgil, could each
write a Poem superior to the Iliad or the Aeneid, but these twelve Poets,
working together, could write neither an Iliad, nor an Aeneid.
second example: Forty musicians more skilful than Gluck, could each
compose an overture richer in harmony than that of Iphigenia, but these forty
musicians, together, could never compose the overture to Iphigenia.
third example: Twelve or forty Legislators more skilful than Moses, could
each draw up a Constitution more perfect than that of the Hebrews; but these
twelve or forty could never invent together the Mosaic Constitution.42
The ultimate source of these analogies was the fifth chapter of Harrington’s
A System of Politics:
18. A parliament of physicians would never have found out the circulation of
the blood, nor could a parliament of poets have written Virgil’s Aeneis; of
this kind therefore in the formation of government is the proceeding of a sole
legislator. But if the people, without a legislator, set upon such work by a
certain instinct that is in them, they never go further than to choose a council;
not considering that the formation of government is well a work of invention
as of judgement, and that a council, though in matters laid before them they
may excel in judgement, yet invention is as contrary to the nature of a council
as it is to musicians in consort, who can play and judge of any air that is laid
before them, though to invent a part of music they can never well agree.43
These references to and uses of English republican works and ideas
were not simply isolated borrowings by eccentric Anglophiles. Mandar,
Rutledge, and Le Sueur shared the predilection of their fellow Cordelier
Club members for democratic republican government. They drew on the
works of Nedham and Harrington precisely because they seemed to offer
some guidance as to how one could establish this kind of government in a
large modern state such as England or France. Moreover, there is evidence
to suggest that these men were not simply members of the same Club, but
that there were also closer connections between them. They appear to have
42 Essai d’une de´claration des droits de l’homme et du citoyen et Quelques pense´es sur
l’unite´ du Le´gislateur, Par l’auteur des Ide´es sur la Constitution Populaire etc. (Paris: l’ An
I [1792]), p. 12.
43 J. Harrington, The Political Works of James Harrington, ed. J. G. A. Pocock
(Cambridge, 1977), p. 842. A more detailed account of these borrowings, together with a
discussion of the authorship of the works presented by Le Sueur to the National Convention,
can be found in Hammersley, ‘‘The Influence of English Republican Ideas,’’ pp. 159–90.
#04405 UCP: JBS article # 430403
HAMMERSLEY476
known each other personally, they referred to each other in their works,
and several of them even collaborated on a number of projects.44
The fact that members of a radical political club in Paris in the 1790s
were interested in works that had been written on the other side of the
Channel almost one hundred and fifty years earlier is itself remarkable. But
the particular way in which the Cordeliers interpreted and made use of
these English ideas makes the whole story fascinating. For the Cordeliers
did not simply draw on what they saw as ‘‘democratic’’ works; rather, they
adapted and altered those works so as to render them far more democratic
than the original authors had intended.
The Democratization of English Republicanism
In The Excellency of a Free State, Nedham explained how oppression
and tyranny would be avoided in a free state owing to the equal, though
not too equal, condition of its citizens: ‘‘The thirteenth reason, to prove the
excellency of a free state above any other form, is, because in free-states
there are fewer opportunities of oppression and tyranny, than in the other
forms. And this appears in that it is most part, to preserve, not an equality,
(which were irrational and odious) but an equability of condition among
all the members; so that no particular man or men shall be permitted to
grow over-great in power; nor any rank of men be allowed above the
ordinary standard, to assume unto themselves the state and title of
nobility.’’45
Mandar, in his translation, placed no such limit on equality: ‘‘Les e´tats
libre offrent moins d’occasions d’opprimer et de tyranniser le peuple, que
toutes les autres formes de gouvernement. Dans un e´tat libre, le premier
objet est de mettre la plus grande e´galite´ entre tous les citoyens, afin
d’empeˆcher qu’un ou plusieurs individus ne puissent acque´rir un trop
grand pouvoir, et que qui que ce soit ne puisse usurper des droits et une
autorite´ qui de´truiroient cette harmonie si ne´cessaire au maintien et a` la
conservation d’une parfaite e´galite´, sans laquelle la liberte´ n’est qu’un
nom.’’ [Free states offer fewer opportunities to oppress and tyrannize the
people, than all other forms of government. In a free state, the first aim is
to establish the greatest equality among all the citizens, in order to prevent
one or many individuals from acquiring too great a power, and to ensure
44 Desmoulins himself published a newspaper in 1793–94, that explicitly referred back
to early Cordelier ideas and that drew directly on Thomas Gordon’s Discourses on Tacitus,
itself a Commonwealth work. C. Desmoulins, Le Vieux Cordelier (Paris, 1793–94). See also
R. Hammersley, ‘‘Camille Desmoulins’s Le Vieux Cordelier: A Link between English and
French Republicanism,’’ History of European Ideas 27 (2001): 115–32.
45M. Nedham, The Excellency of a Free State (London, 1767), pp. 38–39. Italics
added.
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that no-one can usurp the rights nor any authority destroy this harmony so
necessary to the maintenance and conservation of a perfect equality,
without which liberty is only a name.]46 Similarly, later on Nedham had
insisted that the people must not ‘‘suffer particular persons to grandise, or
greaten themselves more than ordinary.’’47 In his translation Mandar made
his own significant addition to Nedham’s point, claiming that the people
must oppose ‘‘a` ce qu’aucun citoyen ne s’e´leve avec fierte´, qu’il ne puisse
acque´rir plus de cre´dit, et ne paroisse avec un e´clat qui insulte a` l’e´galite´
des citoyens’’ [any citizen raised up with pride, so that he cannot acquire
more credit or appear with a splendor that insults the equality of citizens].48
Moreover, Mandar’s sense of who ought to be included among the
voting public also extended beyond that of his English mentor. Nedham’s
original had included the following passage:
Let this serve to manifest, that a government by a free election and consent of
the people, settled in a due and orderly succession of their supreme
assemblies, is more consonant to the light of nature and reason; and
consequently, much more excellent than any hereditary standing power what
so ever. To take off all mis-constructions; when we mention the people,
observe all along, that we do not mean the confused promiscuous body of the
people, nor any part of the people who have forfeited their rights by
delinquency, neutrality, or apostasy, &c. in relation to the divided state of
any nation; for they are not to be reckoned within the lists of the people.49
Mandar cut this entire passage from his translation, implying that he
entertained no such restrictions on who was to be included among ‘‘the
people.’’
A similar adaptation of the original into a more democratic form can
be found in Ide´es sur l’espe`ce de gouvernement populaire. The author of
the French work introduced a number of adaptations to Harrington’s
original which increased the involvement of the people, and of the less
well off in particular, in the political process.
In line with Oceana the French work embodied the practice of
separating discussion of policy from decision making. However, whereas
in Oceana the whole process was carried out at the national level, with the
Senate discussing the issues and the Prerogative Tribe (popular assembly)
voting to accept or reject the Senate’s proposals, in Ide´es sur l’espe`ce de
gouvernement populaire it was a national body (the Grand National
Legislative Council) that was to debate the issues and put forward
46 Mandar, De la Souverainete´ du Peuple, 1:98. Italics added.
47 Nedham, The Excellency of a Free State, p. 106.
48 Mandar, De la Souverainete´ du Peuple, 2:61. Italics added.
49 Nedham, The Excellency of a Free State, p. 38. Italics added.
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proposals, but those proposals would then be accepted or rejected, not by
another national body, but by the citizens gathered in their primary
assemblies: ‘‘Art. 3. Final Ratification or sanction of the law, first
proposed, then discussed and finally presented by the great national
legislative council, belongs exclusively to the nation represented legally:
1. in its centuries civiques; 2. in its tribus politiques; 3. in its assemble´es de
cercles, where this sanction must be expressed on the presentation of the
laws discussed, by yes for the affirmative, and by no, for the negative.’’50
The parallels between this and the calls for the popular ratification of laws
made by Cordeliers such as Robert and Girardin are striking. Moreover,
the ratification of laws was not the only role that the citizens, gathered in
their local assemblies, could play in the political process. They were also
given the right to propose issues and potential laws to be placed before the
Grand National Legislative Council for discussion, and they were to
participate in the selection of officeholders.51
The composition of the National Councils themselves also reflects a
striking adaptation of Harrington’s original ideas. At the beginning of
Oceana Harrington divided the citizens into those owning over one
hundred pounds per annum in goods and land and those owning less. At
this point Harrington’s division was ostensibly to separate the citizens into
the cavalry and the infantry; the wealth distinction being justified on the
grounds that those in the cavalry would require the money to provide
themselves with a horse and other relevant equipment. Later in Oceana,
however, it becomes clear that Harrington also intended to use this division
to ensure that at the highest level of government it was the wealthier who
would be dominant. The election of the national representatives was to be
carried out at a regional level.52 In each region two knights and three
deputies would be elected from among members of the cavalry and four
deputies from the infantry. The knights would come together to form the
Senate and the deputies the Prerogative Tribe (popular assembly). Thus the
wealthier (cavalry) would completely control the Senate (and therefore
also the councils of the Commonwealth—members of which were to be
elected from among the Senate) and in addition would enjoy a sizeable
minority within the Prerogative Tribe. Moreover, it would be the wealthy
who would control political debate, since only members of the Senate
would be allowed to debate political issues, the Prerogative Tribe being
simply a silent assembly of resolution.
Like Harrington, the author of Ide´es sur l’espe`ce de gouvernement
populaire also proposed the division of the population on the basis of
50 Madival and Laurent, Archives Parlementaires, 62:553.
51 Ibid., 62:553–54.
52 Harrington, The Political Works of James Harrington, pp. 226–27.
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wealth. Here the threshold was set at one thousand five hundred livres
annual revenue from land (sufficient to keep three individuals) or a net
industrial revenue of three thousand livres (sufficient for six individuals).
Citizens earning less than this figure were to be placed in the class of the
first order of proprietors or ‘‘minus-possidentes,’’ those worth more fell
into the second order of proprietors or ‘‘plus-possidentes.’’53 However, in
contrast with Harrington’s model this division was not used to determine
cavalry and infantry members, who instead were simply chosen from the
men aged between eighteen and thirty. Moreover, where the distinction of
wealth was brought into play, it was used to weight power not in favour of
the wealthy (the plus-possidentes) but in favour of those who were less
well off (the minus-possidentes). The Grand National Legislative Council
was to be composed of three quarters minus-possidentes to one quarter
plus-possidentes. The Grand National Executive Council was to be made
up solely of minus possidentes.54 Thus the author of the later work
reversed Harrington’s bias, giving greater political power at a national
level to the less well off.
By expanding both the number of people directly participating in the
political process and the number of political tasks in which the people
could participate, and by weighting power in favour of the less well off, the
author of Ide´es sur l’espe`ce de gouvernement populaire succeeded in
democratizing Harrington’s text, just as Mandar had done with that of
Nedham.
Conclusion
This account of the republicanism of the Cordelier Club has impli-
cations for our understanding of both the French Revolution and the
republican tradition. Until very recently the historiography of the Revolu-
tion, and particularly of revolutionary republicanism, has been dominated
by a preoccupation with the Jacobins.55 The Jacobin ‘‘republic of virtue’’
has been analyzed in detail and emphasis has been placed on the
importance of the ideas of Rousseau, and to a lesser extent of Montesquieu
and Mably, in providing the foundations of Jacobin theory and practice.56
The last few years have seen the emergence of a welcome additional
53 Madival and Laurent, Archives Parlementaires, 62:549.
54 Ibid., 62:552.
55 The Jacobin domination of recent accounts of revolutionary republicanism is
particularly evident in F. Furet and M. Ozouf, eds., A Critical Dictionary of the French
Revolution, trans. A. Goldhammer (Cambridge, Mass., 1989). See also F. Furet, ‘‘Revolution
franc¸aise et tradition jacobine,’’ in The French Revolution and the Creation of Modern
Political Culture, vol. 2, The Political Culture of the French Revolution, ed. C. Lucas
(Oxford, 1988), pp. 329–39.
56 See, in particular, C. Blum, Rousseau and the Republic of Virtue (Ithaca, N.Y., 1986).
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dimension to the debate in accounts of the development of ‘‘modern
republicanism’’ in revolutionary France. In his Republicanism and the
French Revolution, Richard Whatmore focuses on Jean-Baptiste Say and
his associates—including Etienne Clavie`re and Jacques-Pierre Brissot.57
He demonstrates their opposition to the ancient republicanism of Mably
and the Jacobins, and their attempt to create a form of modern republican-
ism, which drew both on their own Genevan experiences and on the
American republican model. This version of republicanism was designed
to be suited to the large states of the modern world and compatible with
both commerce and civilization. A similar story is told in James Livesey’s
Making Democracy in the French Revolution, though Livesey focuses on
the much neglected period of the Directory and on the Ministry of Franc¸ois
de Neufchaˆteau.58 Livesey describes the development of a new form of
democratic republicanism between 1795 and 1800, one adapted to com-
mercial society and resting on the notion of a happy and industrious
citizenry able to combine acting for the public good with the pursuit of
their own private interests. In both accounts the need to bring about a
transformation of manners is treated as both the essential foundation of
modern republicanism and its stumbling block.
The case of the Cordelier Club—their development of a democratic
version of republicanism that owed much to the English republican and
commonwealth traditions—should be seen to provide another dimension to
this complex story. The French Revolution did not simply mark the defeat
of the ancient republican tradition—through the Jacobin association
between virtue and terror—and its replacement by modern republicanism.
Rather, that period witnessed a series of profound and complex debates
concerning the best kind of republicanism for the circumstances, and the
means by which such a system could be implemented.
Against both the ancient republicanism of the Jacobins, and the
modern republicanism of Brissot and others, members of the Cordelier
Club asserted their own French version of the early modern republican
tradition that had proved to be such a pervasive force in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Britain. In many respects, the French Revolution
witnessed the apogee of this early modern republican tradition, a tradition
that has conventionally been seen as having left Europe for North America
in the 1770s and 1780s.
57 R. Whatmore, Republicanism and the French Revolution: An Intellectual History of
Jean-Baptiste Say’s Political Economy (Oxford, 2000).
58 J. Livesey, Making Democracy in the French Revolution (Cambridge, Mass., 2001).
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